THE BARLEY FIELD

Three-Red stood by the edge of the cliff feeling
dazed and tired, so dreadful, so long and terrible a
shock and strain to all his nerves and muscles it had
been, waiting tense on that chalk ridge, unable to
separate from the tangle of smells the wind was
bringing him just that one that he feared and
expected, but sure every moment that it was coming -
the whole thing was coming, the smell and the shape
of death - over the fold of the downs - but which
fold? At least if he had the sea at his back, it could not
come from there. He had disturbed the gulls, they
rose circling and crying all round him, grey and
black, the sour smell of sea-birds drowning every-
thing else. They came swooping past his face,
angrily, the solid, pointed, grey bodies, the stiff-set
wings, the little fierce eyes. They flew and flew, till
his mind was full of a criss-cross tangle of them, up
and down and across, the quickening curves whose
circles never came true. He staggered, almost lost
his balance, because of these immense, empty loops
in the unsteady air. And then - then - through the
yelling of the gulls, the dull whistle of wind cut by
quivering feathers, he heard a sound of light, steady
feet coming towards him across the downs, and he
turned and ran very quickly along the edge of the
cliffs, and the thud of his running feet beating down
through the turf and chalk roused the birds from their
nests, and they dived off and swooped upwards and
over the top of the cliff, and cried their anger deafen-
ingly against him.